I. Ultimate Paradox
If ever there is one eternal drama in the history of humanity that supersedes all others, it is this: the compulsion to engage nature. In light of this paramount necessity, a tight connection has always existed between the physical and biological systems of the planet and the reproduction of humans. Accordingly, the evolvement of humans out of other forms of life that are, in turn, based on elementary particles, chemical atoms, and molecules, underscores our embeddedness in the material world. But we are not only of nature; we are also pitted against it. For, in addition to being aerobic creatures, our individual and collective survival has, ontologically, always been contingent on the essentially entropic but primal claims we make on other species and on the earth's resources. The countless artifacts and complications that have resulted from our modes of living are testimony to our impact on nature. Donald Worster, an eminent environmental historian, reminds us of the length of the trail.
The human past reveals a long chain of crises stemming from a lack of knowledge or foresight, though typically before the modern era they were highly localized. The migrants from Asia, for instance, who entered North America some 30,000 to 40,000 years ago had no idea, as they stalked and slaughtered the hairy mammoths gathering around a waterhole, that they would one day run out of easy meat and then would have to make drastic changes in their weapons and hunting targets. I am sure too that the ancient Mesopotamians never imagined, as they dug their irrigation ditches to raise crops in the desert, that one day they would find those ditches filling with silt and their fields poisoned with salt. Much of human history appears as a succession of ecological surprises, many of them tragic, that communities have encountered on their way to dinner or warm bed. 1 Despite such deep evidence bearing the impress of human onslaught on the natural world, many observers, including Worster, are convinced that ecological transgressions of our time are unparalleled.
2 This is best represented by a heightening of attitudes and acceleration of actions whose consequences seem to be the further denudation of any lingering kinship between homo sapiens and the rest -the biophysical universe. To approach, let alone understand, this xi enormously abstruse and changing relationship, a degree of parsimonious, yet holistic, thinking is wise -perhaps unavoidable. With such a mindset, it may be worth suggesting that a fruitful conversation on nature and culture in this epoch of globalization might be organized around five broad areas: geophysical structures, biota, development, social movements, and governance. The first signifies the hard material context of geological landforms, weather, and climate that undergird everything else. Biota focuses our attention on the multiplicity of organisms that constitute life. Combined, the two make up our ecological envelope, whereas the other three are specifically tied to human activities. Development connotes the endless attempts, akin to the burden of Sisyphus, to transform livelihoods by the application of human intelligence, labor, and technology; social movements are associations united by their concern over the degree of correspondence between general well-being and environmental quality. Governance betokens the debate, resolution, codification, and, most important, implementation of rules that prescribe actions of both individuals and collectivities with regard to "the economy of nature." On its own, each of these five coordinates is rich in complexity and tension -a condition compounded many times over when, as it must be in the final analysis, they are seen to belong together and addressed accordingly.
In our age, there are hardly any disputes over the importance of ecological sensitivity in taming modernity. However, such a consensus quickly descends into disagreements when it comes to identifying specific pathologies, responsibilities, and recommendations. For the purpose of these notes, I mention four issues that seem to capture a large part of the problems and correlative discussions: population, global consumption, climate change, and biodiversity.
Ever since the Reverend Thomas Malthus, the first professor of economics, propounded his famous thesis that uncontrolled growth in human numbers was a direct cause of misery, the relationship between population and source of subsistence, particularly the production of food, has been a contentious point. 3 This debate has gathered intensity in the last three decades. For those who follow Malthus, the rate of population growth, or "explosion" in contemporary language, is the critical factor in both human impoverishment and the degradation of the natural world. 4 These scholars stress the fact that since 1970, the human population has expanded by more than two billion people, almost double the increase over the preceding quarter-century. Moreover, the grand total, which is to hit six billion people at the end of the xii decade, is expected to rise to ten billion in about fifty years. 5 On the other side are those who call themselves "optimists."
6 They are convinced that there is nothing inherently destructive about the expansion of human numbers; rather, the crucial variable is the state of human ingenuity and technical sophistication. Consequently, as long as both are optimally in high gear, there are hardly any problems that cannot be surmounted, including environmental stress.
If rapid increases in human populations are one way in which the earth's resources are dangerously taxed, patterns of consumption can be construed as equally worrisome. This is not only a concern about how many mouths to feed but, more significantly for the argument, how much, proportionately, each person uses. While developing societies are the regions of high fertility, the post-industrial is the zone of the fetishism of inordinate consumption. The ramifications are startling. For instance, two-thirds of global emissions of carbon dioxide, three-quarters of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxides, and the release of ninety percent of chloroflourocarbons take place in core societies. In other words, the mode of livelihood in these parts of the world, so reliant on automobiles, production of military hardware, packaged and easily discarded goods, rich diets and air conditioning, is fed by astounding inputs of energy, chemicals, metals, and paper that together produce huge and menacing quantities of toxic by-products. Here, for example, the United States is typical: less than 5 percent of the world's people use 25 percent of the global energy as well as belch 22 percent of all CO2 emissions. It follows, then, that the vast majority (not all) of the approximately 1.1 billion who enjoy this standard of consumption live in OECD countries, a group that makes about 65 percent of the world's income -with the upper half known as the "gold collar class." Now, contrast this with the following: (a) more than 1.7 billion who have no access to safe water, of whom 25,000 die every day of maladies directly linked to poor water quality, (b) 700 million people who live in households where smoking fires (largely from fuelwood) are the sole form of energy, a dire situation identified by the World Health Organization as the gravest occupation-related health issue; 7 and (c) even in societies that are moving on a fast pace to join the charmed circle of the postindustrial consumer economy, the everyday cost is mounting-in the city of Bangkok, for instance, the average motorist can easily spend 44 days over a year sitting in traffic jams, while in Mexico City, air pollution, mostly from automobiles, is estixiii mated to exact an annual cost of around $1.5 billion in health-related expenditures. 8 Atmospheric scientists and other researchers taught us long ago that without the clouds and gases that trap heat emitted by the planet's surface such as water vapor (H2O), carbon dioxide (CO2), and methane (CH4), our world will slide into a deep freeze. The implications are tantamount to the end of life. It is increasingly becoming common knowledge that our activities here on earth have already moved us toward that danger. 9 Heavy use of fossil fuels (coal, oil, and natural gas) have caused enough rise in the amount (twice the onset of the Industrial Revolution) of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that we are now preoccupied with the phenomenon of the "greenhouse effect." Such a development has great implications for, among others, photosynthesis and the general condition of the planet's weather and climate. A further cause for alarm is the deterioration of the ozone -that is, the depletion of that indispensable form of oxygen that screens most of the solar ultraviolet-B radiation. Moreover, while global warming and the diminution of the ozone have cosmic consequences, one must not underestimate the cost of local and regional climatic problems such as smog and acid rain.
Previously unknown risks to human health are becoming evident from the cumulative and persistent effects of a whole range of chemicals, particularly the persistent organic pollutants. The effect of climate variability and change are already increasing the incidence of familiar public health problems and leading to new ones, including a more extensive reach of vectorborne diseases and a higher incidence of heat-related illness and mortality. 10 Biological diversity looms large in most dissections of the effects of human pressure on the natural world. 11 The concept speaks to an old wisdom: an appreciation for singularity is the basis for biological abundance, "the most dependable kind of wealth," 12 and that "taxonomic depletion" is a deadly curse that inevitably leads to a barren hearth. A telling connection between human activities and biodiversity is how land is used and treated. Habitat desiccation is directly linked to the destruction of nature through a weakening, if not severing, of the numerous feedback loops that connect different components of the planet. Agriculture was the first major human intervention in the workings of ecosystems. However, any damages that ensued were Macalester International Vol. 6 xiv somewhat mollified by diverse farming methods, honed over the ages, that worked with the natural plant resources. It is the coming of more artificial techniques, such as those of the Green Revolution, while producing relatively ample but temporary yields, that is undermining any organic complementarity between human needs and ecological imperatives. 13 In recent times, threats to non-human life have been uppermost in most considerations of biodiversity. There is a good deal of evidence and compelling moral sentiment for such fixation. But there is an ever more disturbing, albeit quieter, issue. This is the alarming decline of plant species in the world. The rate of decimation is such that at least one of every eight plant species is reported to be under the threat of extinction. William Stevens brings to our attention the pivotal role of plants in the creation and maintenance of an ecology fit for all life.
While endangered mammals and birds have commanded more public attention, it is plants, scientists say, that are more fundamental to nature's functioning. They undergird most of the rest of life, including human life, by converting sunlight into food. They provide the raw materials for many medicines and the genetic stock from which agricultural strains of plants are developed. And they constitute the very warp and hoof of the natural landscape, the framework within which everything else happens.
14 There are, probably, a host of reasons for this baneful condition, but two seem most important. The first is the accumulated effects of the ruin of large parts of the wild countryside by such activities as farming, logging, and unwise development schemes. Many agree that the 1990s People's Republic of China is the latest site in which this process is most magnified. 15 The second is the invasion of alien plants that, much like all colonists, press hard and eventually marginalize or altogether crowd out native species.
Given the global crescendo of concern over the state of the planet, thinking invariably shifts to the perennial question of what is to be done. I end these brief notes with a few observations on that regard. Perhaps the first act is to confirm with Lawrence Buell, and others before him, that the ecological problems facing us are partly a reflection of a "crisis of imagination." 16 To set our mentalité away from a peculiarly rationalistic modernity that accents externalization and domination, bequeathed to us by otherwise towering figures such as Editor's Note xv Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes, Adam Smith, and Karl Marx, requires a new and ethical grammar of understanding of, as well as coexistence with, the natural world. That is, a reassertion of the immanence of the original kinship between us and nature. 17 To make headway in this formidable task calls for, among others, a new partnership between even old antagonists such as religion and science. A revival of spirituality, so much part of the essence of humanity, tied closely to imaginative and flexible rationality could trim "self-indulgent anthropocentrism" 18 and, therefore, reverse the estrangement that is at the heart of our predicament.
Second, aligning technological virtuosity, key to a transformation of the material world in order to meet human needs, with a sense of reverence for nature and the longue dureé moves us towards "sustainable development" -a subject of enormous interest to many people. 19 In brief, this entails a search for an equilibrium, a balance between the inevitable and legitimate drive everywhere to improve human existence and the obligatory protection of the integrity of the ecological context. Here, such issues as growth, equity, and renewability, oftentimes at odds with each other, come immediately to the fore. Their conciliation is inescapable.
Third, the time has come for a more rigorous and codified regimes that can aid us in monitoring our actions as individuals and communities. Since the Rio Conference of 1992, governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the private sector, civic associations, and scientific groups have taken initiatives that encourage discussions and disseminate information relevant to the environment. Though certainly in the right direction, these activities are not a substitute for an institutionalized and transnational strategies that can competently address the complex interstratification of ecological concerns and chronic socioeconomic problems -a conundrum that directly impinges on human security. A purposive search for an effective global environmental governance, one capable of transmuting dialogue and rewired consciousness into specific and binding agreements, may be one of the most urgent items on our agenda for the twenty-first century.
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II. The Roundtable
The 1997 International Roundtable took shape with the conviction that the crux of contemporary environmentalist concerns around the Macalester International Vol. 6 xvi world, variability of immediate circumstances notwithstanding, is how to balance the original paradox of living in and of nature in an exceptionally Promethean age of hyperproduction, high consumption, rising populations, and uneven development. We felt, and continue to feel, that the twentieth century is coming to a close with multiple heightened anxieties, of which the condition and fate of the earth and its current and future inhabitants are paramount. This is a mood, we believe, that is increasingly cutting across all social cleavages -gender, class, race, region, and generations. The following broad questions framed our multiple discussions.
• What are the principle environmental concerns of our age, and what are their ultimate origins?
• What are the major obstacles to solving these problems? Are the main constraints scientific/technological or sociological in that they pertain to the values, organization, and management of human affairs?
• In what ways do environmental challenges faced by developed societies differ from those of the developing countries?
• What is the role of science in responding effectively to the pressing ecological problems?
The keynote address is by Thomas Lovejoy. He starts by making us aware of the basic fact that environmental issues become major difficulties because of the consequences for biological systems. A pioneer of the seriousness that now surrounds biological diversity, he offers an intricate presentation that combines historical insights, scientific information, and practical thinking about solutions so as to rally around the design of a workable affectivity towards nature.
The first panel begins with an essay by Danilo Antón. His central argument is that globalization is as old as the making of Latin America. Periodizing this history into three "waves," he flushes out the main attributes of each. The essay ends with a reminder that the transformation in progress could further deepen marginalization as well as create new possibilities. Natalie Powell responds by acknowledging the enormous telescopic capacity of the essay but is leery of the idea that new communication technologies can equip Latin Americans to solve old socioeconomic and environmental ills. Ding Zhaolin recalls how the tenants of the Tao confirm the connections between humans and nature. His discussion of the merits of the essay is accompanied by identifying some of the weighty environmental problems facing the Editor's Note xvii People's Republic of China. Mark Davis takes note of the value of the model proposed by Dr. Antón to make sense of a vast universe of information. However, he points to a silence -that Latin America, contrary to earlier decades, is experiencing a time of peace and democratic politics. Davis thinks that war is deadly for humans but can be good for the environment. It is his hope that Latin America and the rest of us could capitalize on technological innovation to both create peaceful and prosperous communities cognizant of the fragility of the environment.
The second essay is by Sallie McFague. She uses the case of climate change to present touching discernments that demand a reordering of Christianity in order to discipline modernist craving for more consumption and the domination of nature, and an attention to the basic needs of the world's most vulnerable human beings. Rachel Coyne is sympathetic to the tenor of the essay but is doubtful that, given its history, even a reformulated Christianity could measure up to the cry of both the dispossessed and the desiccated planet. Anjie Blardony Ureta brings in the experience of the Philippines as an instructive site to observe the grinding power of Western globalization. For her, this is one of the major culprits of the environmental devastation in many parts of the developing world. David Hopper's response is a learned and extensive one -in fact, longer than the main essay itself. He restates the intellectual debates that are, in his opinion, critical for a thorough deliberation over the relationship between Christianity, modernity, and environmentalism. From there, he moves on to challenge Dr. McFague on a number of points, including the subject-object question and the making of human consciousness.
The third discussion is anchored by Bina Agarwal's presentation. Her focus is on the relationship between tradition, gender, and the environmental challenges that face South Asia, particularly India. While appreciative of the importance of class analysis in environmental issues in the region, she is disturbed by the invisibility of gender and the inequalities that accompany the category. In this regard, Dr. Agarwal takes to task the work of notable ecofeminsts. Paul Gerdes wishes for clear conception of the phenomenon of globalization in a discussion of feminist environmentalism. He uses two women-centered cooperative projects-one in Bangladesh, the other in Brazil-to illustrate what local women can do to empower themselves. Denis Mzembe calls on his knowledge of Malawian gender roles and environmental concerns in the country. Julie Bunn endorses most of Dr.
Agarwal's main arguments but defends the proposition that "a true environmental ethic must be an ecofeminist ethic." Bunn's response is wide-ranging and rightly connects with the other essays of the Roundtable. She concludes with brief but very provocative thoughts on the dense relationship between civic space, private power, and the environment.
We conclude this Roundtable with Pyar Ali Memon's essay. Moored by the thesis that the most productive social science treatment of environmental questions can be achieved through "a political-economy approach," he takes us to New Zealand to explore the evolution of human/nature relations. The essay makes an effort to touch upon both the historical and contemporary state policies with regard to the environment. Li Cowell begins her response by bringing in some relevant observations from study abroad experience in Ecuador. Later, she laments the absence from Dr. Memon's essay, in her opinion, of detailed "grounding" in material context as well as the underemphasis of values in the making of environmental policy. Mal ⁄ ⁄ gorzata Rzepka interjects into the discussion the memory of the highly regimented and interventionist state in Central and Eastern Europe, specifically Poland. Two major points she makes are that (a) Polish people are extremely suspicious of any revival of central state authority, and (b) attaining the consumption levels of the West is a most seductive ambition for the vast majority. She puts her faith in "corporations and free markets" to deal with environmental questions. Daniel Hornbach reminds us that not all Western culture elevates ecological exploitation to a deserved human privilege. In fact, he asserts, there has always been a streak of environmental consciousness as part of the historical development of these societies. As a result, contemporary environmental movements' spiritual roots could be traced back to earlier thought. He concludes by underscoring the importance of sustainable development as an effective way to respond to the big environmental problems of our own time and beyond. In reflecting on and working through that strategy, he urges us to "think and act both globally and locally."
Regardless of the topics of the International Roundtable thus far, we are astonished by the omnipresence of references to the global economy in our conversations. Consequently, the 1998 theme will be "Globalization and Economic Space."
The alarm has been sounded repeatedly, but society has turned a deaf ear. Meanwhile, a largely prospective disaster has been turned into the real thing. A 1990s primer on population by necessity looks very different from our original work. The Population Explosion is being written as ominous changes in the life-support system of civilization become more evident daily. It is being written in a world where hunger is strife and the prospects of famine ever imminent. (10) Also, Garrett Hardin, "The Tragedy of the Commons," Science 162 (1968) 18, no. 1 (1996) . 5. While it is important to note that annual population growth rates did drop from the high 2.2 percent of the mid-sixties, the actual addition for 1997 was 80 million persons, compared to 69 million in 1963. Of course, not all zones of the world share responsibility for this. On the contrary, it is in developing societies (particularly Africa and West Asia) where the rates are highest.
